
AS INSEPL4ri.xiI~E corn.. 
,panion of the grov;th of 
bumnn culture is the modifi- 
cation of the cnviroiiment of 
the planet. That. environ- 
mcnt is Dot, merely ;?il Bn?Cli- 
ity t!lnt should be ccnswvcd 
to gratify our enthetic whim- 
scys. It is where we live and 
viork. 

The p::e of el~viror,mer- 
tal change is accelcrati& 
before our e)es :s WE build 
more and more powerful iii- 
strurucnts at the same time 
that the sheer rlcmbers or 
our specie3 crorcd the earth. 
This generation Is the first 
to have seen mega-cxpcri- 
ments that had ,olobal conse- 
quences far too rapidly to 
hope to measure all the con- 
sequences.’ 

Two of thcsc mega-csperi- 
nicnts stand out in sharp 
perspective today: the nu- 
clear bomb tests (with the 
hczarc!s of global. radioac- 
tibe falloui! and the residual 
pesticides iike DDT. The i&- 
ter sp, ,a;a;;I o~~~;u;l;~~~~~;~ 

from which they will noi 
rapidly disappear. The only 
control-ersy is. just how 
harmful they may be for 
survival of various birds and 
fishes and for the ecological 
balance of the oceans. 

THE LEVEL of commcti 
tary by scientists on these 
matters is becoming ever 
shriller in proportion to two 

In such matters of judg- 
m:wt, the reEon7i?lendaiiuns. 
Of scientists cannot be taken 
at f,X,~e \:nlue, 2nd ?re X-elv ,.L . 
to be colliradicto;.v anyhow:. 
To tgnore th::n, l~owc~~~, 
7wuld be ncgligcace to tt<? 
point of an unforgiwablc 
crime 32aillst naiuw. 

Our dilemmas are nicely 
illustmtctl by current con- 
trovrrsies about the possible 
effects of the urcnosed sea- 
level swwssoI. to the Pan- 
ama Canal rf?ilOYlfd $1 
depth in the Jan. 10 Scicncc 
magazine. The main concern 
scx!n1s to be tTl12t t1:c Tree 
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cOln~~:Li~ii(.Ciii’Jli bc~!+‘ct;Il the 

continental shcif of the Pa- 
cilic with the Atiantic side 
will commin$e marice spec. 
ies that have evo!ved sepa. 
ratcly for over a miil& 
years. The bioecolocv of 

_ . I  

over 10,000 miles of tropical 
coastline, invo!ving an equal 
number of marine species, is 
likely to bc involved. 

THE PEiECJSE cons+ 
quences of this new biologi- 
cat competition are impossi- 
ble to predict. Undoubtedly 
some species would be 
wiped out; just as others 
would find new homes b 
which they could flourish 
better than ever. Some ma- 

factors: h&v -little \vve ac- 
tually know about the ecol- 
ogica? hazards, and t’he hor- 
rors for man that might be 
irreversibly triggered v;hen 
policies are made in a mood 
of studious ignorance. 

rine animals might hybridize 
to give sterile offspring, pos- 
sibly endangering both the 
Pacific and the Atlantic 
varieties. 

Tlie direct impact of the 
experiment may be of more 
concern to naturaIists than 
to economists, but any dis- 
turbance of the food chain 
is likely to have important 
effects on fisheries. And this 
is the very industry in 
which we repose great hopes 
for improving the world’s 
food supply. 

Scien:ists’ tentative con- 
clusions about these haz- 
lards usx!ly fall short of the 
r&row proof to \t&h they 
customarily appeal. For 
many 
this 

mcga-experiments, 
is an unschievab!e 

standard, and the planet 
could be comniitec i to the 
a.:;? ::c: :, j;L..:‘,q: 2 s;;;-h 3 i.ytq 
iVCi' ,,i'S;'cn i>j: t!:? >y*~..‘ity~;f 

0: laboratory espcriments- 
tion. ‘we can look io the probable ----- 

evo!tliion of many new spc-. 
ck ‘as me11 as an upset in 
the n~lnierical balance of 
many others. 

WHETHER? TIIE result is 
uYiitnz!ely labeled good or 
bad. it will unouestionably 
be of the great& scientific 
interest. What many scicn- 
lists Pear is thal such a 
canal may be ‘built without 
tfle stur?ics needed to follow 
wh?t is goin;: on, much less 
to asseb~ its possible side-cf- 
fects. -4s a molecular biolo- 
gist infcrestttl in evolution, 
1 would at least insist that 
large samples of present 
mari life at various sta- 
tions be carefully frozen for 
later examination. 

The crucial point is that 
the canal study is being un- 
dertaken in such a mood 
“that, with a multitude of 
poiitiwl, diplcmatic, engi- 
Xeering, military and finan- 
cial prcblems facing the 
commission, the scientific 
consilerstions tend to iet 
lost.” 

President Sixon was- 
urged by his preinaugural 
task force on resources and 
environment to name a Spe- 
cial Assistant for Environ- 
mental Affairs to work 
closely with him. The n?ed 
to assess the irreversible 
consequences of a sea-level 
canal shows that such an ap- 
pointee would pot lack for 
important tasks. . 
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